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Abstract 
The aim of study is to describe the development of the music educations concept in Estonian kindergartens and the 
factors influencing it. 
The purpose of study is to find out what changes have taken place in kindergarten music education in different 
historical periods? What are the factors that have influenced the formation of the concept of Estonian kindergarten 
music education? 
The aim of empirical part of the study was to find out about factors influencing the formation of the concept of music 
education at the Estonian kindergarten. The study relies on a combined design and an analysis of historical archival 
material and empirical data: questionnaire (n=183) and interviews (n=18) carried out with kindergarten music 
teachers. The data has been analysed using qualitative and quantitative methods. The subject of the research is the 
content and activity types of kindergarten music education and the role of music teacher in their implementation.  
The study confirmed that fundamental changes took place in Estonian kindergarten music education due to the 
change in political power in the 1940s. Following the example of the Soviet system of education, music in 
kindergarten became an independent music educational orientation and the position of a professionally trained music 
teacher was established (1947). It was also confirmed that in the newly independent Estonian Republic under the 
influence of innovative trends a new paradigm of music education arose ҟ from the traditional singing-centred 
education towards the more balanced use of music activity types (attaching importance to the child-centred approach, 
an increase in the number and variety of activity types). 
The study reviled that there has been improvement and development deriving from contemporary trends in the clear 
concept that has evolved in Estonian kindergarten music education over a century; professionally trained music 
teachers have had a crucial role in shaping it; and kindergarten music education is firmly positioned as a part of 
preschool education in Estonian system of education. 
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1. Introduction and theoretical background 
The philosophical basis of music education lies on the understanding that music and art are the most 
important manifestations of being human (Abeles, Hoffer & Klotmani 1995, 66). Music carries a great 
deal of what marks us as people. Its task is to cause a wide range of aesthetic experience and through that 
shape a creative, tolerant and motivated personality. On the one hand, music is a means of developing an 
individual into a balanced, ethical and emphatic person who is able to use his or her senses evolved in the 
process of music education, to gain aesthetic experience and make moral decisions. On the other hand, 
music is like an aim, theory, history, through which a vast amount of information and an opportunity to 
find one’s place in the international cultural space become available (Ɇɭɥɞɦɚ 2004). Thus music 
education is a part of educational sciences and it is topical to deal with it in the contemporary 
postmodernist society. 
Estonian people have since ancient times identified themselves through singing, the characteristics of 
which are the millennia-old runic song that has been recently revived, and also the tradition of song 
festivals, which over two centuries has imbibed its viability from the continuous music education. The 
timeless topicality of music education in Estonian cultural space and an increase in the importance of 
early childhood music education on the one hand and the absence of a systematic approach to 
kindergarten music education on the other gave impetus to me to investigate the factors of the 
development of contemporary concept of kindergarten music education from a historical perspective. 
From the above a problem arises: What changes have taken place in kindergarten music education in 
different historical periods? What are the factors that have influenced the formation of the concept of 
Estonian kindergarten music education? 
1.1. Music’s functions   
Music has several functions that act at individual, group and societal level. In all those connections 
music has powerful effect on behaviour, emotions and mood (Hallam 2006; Selke 2007; Radocy & Boyle 
2003). The role of music in human life has been studied from historical, psychological, philosophical, 
sociological, cultural-anthropological and other aspects. Researchers refer to the general agreement that 
enjoying organised patterns of sound and silence – music – and giving it subjective meaning is 
characteristic of human beings (McPherson & Hallam 2009; Welch 2006; Hallam 2006; Peretz & Zatorre 
2003).  
Proceeding from the use and functions, A. Merriam (1964, 219-227) claims that music serves the 
purpose of emotional self-expression, aesthetic pleasure, entertainment, communication and various 
symbolic meanings. In addition, in many cultures music is related to movement, dance and other rituals. 
In primitive cultures and also in the repertoire of young children music facilitates adjustment to social 
norms. Music is also in the service of strengthening public institutions and religious rituals, at the same 
time playing an important role in continuity and stability of culture and the process of social integration. 
The social essence of the above concept accentuates that if interaction between music and a person has 
begun, it helps to integrate the person into society, teaching them social customs and order, thus 
contributing to general persistence and continuation of culture.  
In contemporary approach the prerequisite for the functions of music is individual’s musical 
behaviour, which is based on two separate but related phenomena human beings’ potential for vocal 
expression and their internal orientation towards including others in their activities, especially those 
involved with producing sounds. According to M. Clayton (2009, 40-41), functions of music are the 
following:  
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• Regulating the state of an individual. Musical presentation has psychological effect – singing has 
connections with breathing and posture, many instruments develop bimanual coordination, etc. Music 
also has the ability to awaken deep and meaningful feelings in people (Sloboda 2000; Ross 2007; 
Meyer 1956).  
• Creating connections between oneself and others. Music has been a means of communication for 
centuries, even when normal talk has been impossible for example, communication with the God in 
ritual context through songs and music. As a means of communication, the so-called universal 
language of music has exceptionally wide use.  
• Giving symbolic meaning. Music as a semiotic medium is able to carry and mediate messages that 
cannot be expressed verbally. J. Ross refers to it as a need to speak the truth in the society, express 
something indescribable (Ross 2007:174-175). In conventional music (cinema, entertainment) music 
can bear a symbol completely different form the visible one (Maimets-Volt 2009).  
• Coordinating activities. People have the ability to respond to the stimuli of music produced by each 
other or external sources (performance or recording) with physical activity. Music promotes 
interpersonal relationships, creates social cohesion, establishes the foundation for creating and/or 
recreating and maintaining a tradition (Ross 2007).  
To be addressed by music, people need contacts with music since their earliest age. Purposeful 
stimulation music education supports, strengthens and consolidates the functions of music at all levels. 
According to Heimonen, the question about the right to receive music education does not only concern 
each child or adult who is actively engaged with music, but it encompasses aspects of values, objectives 
and contents. The aim of music education is not only musical skills, but virtues, moral philosophy and 
education in general (Heimonen 2006, 121).  
1.2. The development of kindergarten music education in Estonia  
The first Estonian-minded and Estonian-language kindergarten was opened in Tartu in 1905. In the 
initial years of the kindergarten, the focus was on social care and activities were based on the teachers’ 
individual beliefs and views. With the birth of the independent Estonian Republic a new era in the 
development of kindergartens started – the system of education and organisation of study established in 
the period of independence began to take shape. Initially the majority of the kindergartens were private 
kindergartens but very soon also municipal kindergartens were established (1918 Tallinna Linna 
Lasteaed/ The kindergarten of the city of Tallinn). 
Preschool music education in 1905 to 1940 relied on popular music education and was initially applied 
during morning prayers, before and between activities to enliven children. Gradually also learning songs, 
dances and pieces of music became topical. The development of music education followed Fröbel’s 
principles but soon original content and traditions were created. The first collections of repertoire for 
small children were published: songbooks and dances, which became a basis for the further work in this 
field. Teachers’ musical development was supported by providing short training courses and 
methodological assistance. It has to be admitted, though, that music education in general was of random 
nature and relied mainly on teachers’ musical and pedagogical beliefs, which mainly developed in the 
process of working.  
In 1940 the Estonian Republic was annexed by Soviet Russia. After that singing and music were 
turned into ideological tools of education. Kindergartens became “the first link in the system of the Soviet 
public education” (Suits 1945). Preschool education was viewed as an important national task (Maran 
1945) increasing the employment rate of its citizens and providing “Soviet people” with the right 
ideological upbringing since their early childhood. Estonian system of education was subjected to the 
Soviet system and in kindergartens the Soviet requirements were adopted. Music education was in the 
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service of aesthetic education (Palm 1945; Kask 1964), developing mainly creative skills and fantasy, 
character and will and, characteristically of the period, shaping noble feelings from the early age (Lootsar 
1960; Terri 1961). To carry out music education in kindergartens, the position of a music teacher was 
introduced in 1947. The prerequisite for hiring a music teacher was a specialised music education from 
specially designated secondary specialised educational institutions – music schools or pedagogical 
schools.  
The responsibilities of a music teacher were: to carry out children’s music education, following the 
programmatic-methodological guidelines of the Ministry of Education of Estonian SSR; to develop 
systematic cooperation with the teachers of the children’s group, assisting them with teaching singing and 
physical education, preparing and organising children’s parties, etc; to counsel parents in the questions of 
children’s music education; to work according to the plan and schedule adopted at the state level and 
coordinated with the head of the kindergarten; to keep count of the amount of work done (Käskkirjad ja 
juhendid 1961, § 42). 
Music lessons containing singing, listening to music, playing instruments, playing musical games and 
dancing took place twice a week. In addition there were lessons of physical education to the piano 
accompaniment, and preparation and carrying out of children’s parties.  
In 1968 the new programme of preschool education was adopted in Estonia, being the first such 
programme compiled by Estonians. Music was viewed as a means of general education of children, the 
important role of music in teaching love for home and homeland and moral education was emphasised. 
Teaching was based on children’s individual musical abilities. On the basis of the national guidelines and 
fixed programme a unified system of music education developed, which contained four basic types of 
activities – listening to music, singing, rhythmic movement and playing children’s instruments. The 
programme contains detailed contents depending on age levels (up to 1 year, 2 years, 3 years, 4 years, 5 
years and 6 years) and methodological guidelines for the application of each type of activities. 
Furthermore, in cooperation with professional composers a series of collections of repertoire “Laule, 
mänge ja tantse” (Songs, games and dances) covering the whole programme of kindergarten music 
education were compiled for different age levels. The collections provided music teachers with a wide 
selection of age-appropriate and feasible repertoire proceeding from children’s world of interests. Those 
collections are widely used even today. 
Changes in teacher training contributed greatly to the application of the unified system of music 
education. In the 1970s in the Pedagogical Schools of Tallinn and Tartu departments of music were 
opened, which trained kindergarten and basic school music teachers. Their studies included piano lessons, 
solfeggio, harmony, vocal training, music literature, folklore, conducting, choir classes, accompaniment 
classes and also supplementary instruments (recorder, guitar, etc). 
In connection with essential changes in Estonian society – the aspiration for freedom, Singing 
Revolution, rebirth of the Estonian Republic, in the 1990s changes also took place in Estonian education 
system, where attaching value to national culture became dominant. Folk traditions were revived – an 
honorary place was granted to old folk songs, games and dances, which culminated in the form of folklore 
festivals of counties and towns.   
The programmes that had been used before became invalid; everybody was independently looking for 
the ways of application of various methods and principles in their different forms of manifestation. The 
rich supply of the methods of music education widely spread in the West became available in Estonia, of 
which in the early 1990s Carl Orff’s system and in the late 1990s the principles of child-centred education 
made an especially powerful entrance.  
There was no unified national programme of preschool music education any more. However, there was 
the National Curriculum, which provided trends of activity and established development outcomes for 
children going to kindergartens. Thus it can be said that within the short period of existence of the 
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restored Estonian Republic our preschool music education had reached “dangerous” freedom by the end 
of the 20th century.  
It was only in 2004 that a sample programme of kindergarten music education was adopted, which 
relied on the 1999 subject syllabus of music education and was meant to serve as an example 
kindergartens could use when compiling their own programmes proceeding from their educational focus, 
for example, Steiner pedagogy, folk traditions, folklore, language immersion and others (Kiilu 2010). 
2. Research methods 
2.1.  Study design 
The aim of this empirical part of the study was to find out about factors influencing the formation of 
the concept of music education at the Estonian kindergarten. The research methodology relies on a 
combined design, integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches. Many researchers (Niglas 2004, 
2009; Greene, Caracelli & Graham 1989; Creswell & Plano Clark 2007) share the opinion that multi-
method approach has advantages over mono-method approach, because it involves more than one 
methodological tradition and allows getting the best possible overview of the subject researched by 
analysing the knowledge and data collected in different ways. The two main factors of the combined 
design: which data is preferred in data collection and how that data is applied in the research (Creswell 
2003; Teddlie & Tashakkori 2009). In the current study I treat quantitative and qualitative as equally 
important (QUANT + QUAL). Different data has been collected simultaneously and combined in the 
analysis phase of the research. The objective of the research was to ascertain and describe the 
development of the content and types of activity of music education and the role of the teacher in 
influencing the concept of music education in 1905-2010.  
The research was based on a) documentary analysis (curriculum subject syllabus, educational 
materials, etc); b) questionnaire for music teachers (N=183), c) interviews with music teachers (N=18).  
The purpose of the questionnaire was to identify the content and frequency of music educational 
activities and their relation to the teacher’s area of specialisation and level of education, and the trends of 
development of music education as the teachers saw them. In the questionnaire I used different types of 
questions, including multiple choice, open and scales-based questions.  
The aim of the semi-structured interviews was to ascertain the principles of the structure of music 
activities, changes in activity types and manifestations of new trends, to describe through them the 
development of the concept of music education at the Estonian kindergarten. The goal of the carefully 
planned interview was to make the interviewees’ implicit views of subjective theories explicit (Flick 
2006).  
The process of collecting and analysing empirical data consisted of seven stages and included the 
activities: 1) documentary research; 2) conducting a pilot study and analysing its results (N=115); 3) 
conducting semi-structured interviews (N=18); 4) transcribing recorded interviews; 5) analysing the 
interviews; 6) conducting the questionnaire (N=183); 7) analysing the questionnaire.  
2.2.  The description of the sample, general data  
Included 183 questionnaires constitute 28% of the whole body of kindergarten music teachers in the 
academic year 2008-2009 (according to the data of the Estonian Education Information System there 
were 659 kindergarten music teachers in 2008). Since the sample is representative, it allows drawing 
conclusions and make generalisations. The distribution of respondents over Estonia is proportional and 
includes all counties. The age distribution of respondents reveals that the proportion of young music 
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teachers is low (6%). The largest group represented is middle age, 40-49-year-old (41%) and less than a 
quarter (19%) 30-39-year-old music teachers. A significantly large group also represents teachers who are 
older than 50, which gives evidence of rich experience but warns about vacancies arising in a decade 
when they retire.  
More than a half of the respondents have a long work experience, more than 20 years (54%), nine of 
them have worked as music teachers for more than 40 years and one of them even for 52 years. The 
majority of the respondents have higher education (62%), slightly more than a third secondary specialised 
education (34%) and a small proportion (4%) secondary education (including those currently continuing 
their studies). 
In order to ascertain the importance of teachers with specialised training in music education, a new 
characteristic has been introduced based on the area of specialisation, and respondents have been divided 
according to their professional qualification. Kindergarten music teachers (38%) and respondents with 
other musical qualifications (37%) are almost equally represented in the sample. The proportion of 
respondents who have no musical qualification is surprisingly high 25%. 
The aim of the formation of the sample of the interviewees was to find music teachers working in 
different periods of time, whose activity is appreciated by parents, the administration of the kindergarten 
as well as the county. The distribution of interviewees by education is as follows: higher education 13, 
secondary specialised education – 5.  
3.  Results 
The study revealed that in the years 1905−2010 Estonian kindergarten music education went through 
important changes: 
In 1905−1944 there was no common understanding of applying music at kindergartens and respective 
guidelines were missing, therefore activities conducted with children were based on teachers’ personal 
musical and pedagogical views. The roots of the music education carried out at kindergartens were in 
popular music education, received impulses for development from F. Fröbel’s principles and began to 
develop their own content and traditions.  
In 1945−1967 the concept of kindergarten music education was formed, the precondition for which 
was taking over the basic principles of implementing music activities from the Soviet system of education 
and adapting them to Estonian conditions. The concept was based on establishing the post of a music 
teacher and defining the process of conducting activities trough time factor (twice a week) and activity 
types (singing, listening to music and movement to the accompaniment of music). Teaching materials 
supporting music education were published. 
The application of the unified system of kindergarten music education in the years 1968−1990 was 
supported by unitary programmes and directives; collections of repertoire with innovative content 
organised by age levels; thorough and consistent discussion of the key issues of music education in 
various publications; and the training of qualified teachers with specific professional skills in specialised 
secondary educational institutions. Against the background of the concept’s framework the application of 
elements of Kodaly’s methodology, differentiated approach and improvisation as activators of musical 
thinking emerged in music education.   
In 1991−2011 music education was directly influenced by socio-political changes in Estonia − 
restoration of independence and numerous reorganisations in various spheres of life focused attention to 
social and economic problems. The aspiration for freedom that had begun in the 1980s triggered 
fascination for foreign music pedagogy and new trends of alternative pedagogy in Estonian music 
education of the 1990s, which was supported by vague educational policy. In the 1990s strong influence 
of Finnish music could be observed. Simultaneously the focus of attention moved to the revival of 
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traditions of Estonian folklore, the spread of the elements of the Orff-system and the principles of child-
centred education in the process of teaching and education.  
While carrying out music education, respondents rely on the Pre-school framework curriculum 
adopted in 1999 and on the practical guidelines based on it (Näidistegevused 2004). A significant 
proportion of respondents rely on the materials received from training courses or their colleagues, which 
has some positive traits (novelty), but also questionable qualities (appropriateness, value, etc). The data 
allows us to claim that activity types in music education have diversified: in addition to the activity types 
listed in the curriculum (singing, musical-rhythmic movement, listening to music and playing musical 
instruments) also many activities supporting the development of creativity are applied, such as simple 
improvisations, word and rhythm games and drama, which expands the boundaries of music education 
and creates opportunities for diversifying musical activities.  
A favorable ground for music education at the kindergarten is created by teachers’ high assessments of 
music and values related to music education. Interviewees view music as a phenomenon that enriches, 
brings joy, relieves stress and offers support and is the primary reason for sharing love for music with 
children. Through feasible activities conditions are created for experiencing success and achievement, 
which supports children’s self-esteem and identity. Respondents realise that kindergarten music education 
is the starting point for child’s musical development and a necessary and important part of the system of 
preschool education, and it is self-evident that it is a part of the kindergarten curriculum. The content of 
music education with its four basic activity types has gone through several changes: from the strictly 
regulated principles of lesson structure and prescribed content in the framework of a unified programme 
in the 1960s and 1970s to a freer more child-centred music activity in the 1980s and 1990s, where the 
teacher has a decision-making right about its process and which is regulated by the framework 
curriculum. There is a clear indication of the broadening of singing, listening to music and playing 
musical instruments through using the joint effect of word and visual art, but also through integrating 
different activity types. Musical-rhythmic movement has also changed, but towards more primitive, 
giving up diversity of dance elements and richness of musical means of expression in favour of 
monotonous rhythm dictated by mechanical music. The analysis reveals that teachers consider the 
principles of creative work important but are unable to apply them due to the lack of corresponding skills. 
That means that in the field of creativity teachers most and urgently need theoretical knowledge and 
practical techniques that would contribute to the sustainable development of music education.  
Between 1970s and 1990s the structure of music activity was strictly regulated and only very creative, 
professional and recognised teachers dared to extend boundaries. Since the 1990s activities have been 
based on the process shaped by the teacher according to the aims set for music education and concrete 
activities, and teaching methods of the selected repertoire. Such freedom, however, may complicate the 
continuous and sustainable development of music education. Up to then the teachers’ preparation had 
focused on teaching possibly well everything prescribed by the programme. The new situation required 
from the teachers setting their own objectives and planning music education in a long perspective, 
recognising the role of each activity in the process of achieving the aims of music education. That 
required a completely new way of thinking in carrying out music education, for the preparation and 
positive success of which no suitable conditions in the form of in-service training or materials supporting 
the implementation of music education had been created at the state level. 
You have your freedom. That’s the greatest thing. It means after all that you are the master of your 
subject. (Anni)  
I actually like it, honestly, that I myself can find [musical repertoire], what I want, that I don’t have 
to do that [given determined] programme. (Eve) 
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The rise of folklore in the 1970s and 1980s may be characterised as a movement that was supported by 
the ideology but still carrying the idea of Estonian nationalism.  
To my mind folklore was very much favoured at that time! That was the time when we had those 
very cool dance and song festivals. Kolkhozes and other then industrial enterprises had bought sets 
of folk costumes for children. Hundreds of sets were there! And that wasn’t a problem at all, 
because it all was a pakazuhha†, to demonstrate, we have freedom, our people are free, they can 
engage in folk art. (Raili)  
According to the accounts of several younger teachers (Raili, Irmeli, Annika), runic songs have a firm 
position in music education. They are not any more considered an exceptional phenomenon, but musical 
mother tongue (Tormis 1972), which is the basis of children’s musical development. Teacher’s own 
natural and convinced engagement with folklore forms a basis for children’s reception.  
Children recognise right away that what they have acquired with mother’s milk, so that when you 
start singing a runic song, they are singing along with you and going round and singing all the 
time. But then again it depends on how convinced you are yourself when you’re doing it. It means 
you have to be convinced yourself to that degree in those matters. (Meeri)  
In the 1990s vigorous development of the trend continued and was even more intensified by the 
regaining of independence. Folklore as a collective value of the nation was reinforced by the emergence 
of several festivals, which gave impetus to folk activities at the kindergarten as well as birth of children’s 
folklore festivals. On the initiative of several interviewees’ county folklore festivals and kindergarten 
folklore days were organised for children already at the end of the 1990s and are also organised today. 
3.1.  Trends in music education  
An overview of the trends described by teachers in the open answer demonstrates that music teachers 
are very attentive to their surroundings and show social sensitivity when reflecting on the reality. 
Awareness of the warning trends will help respondents to observe themselves and shape their own 
attitude. The answers reveal that contemporary music education is characterised by the following trends: 
an increase in the role of creativity music education has become creative, teachers have freedom of 
thought and action, creative freedom, “drilling has been replaced by enjoying the process of work”; 
child-centred approach and taking into account children’s individual differences; value education, which 
is viewed as taking into consideration the surrounding environment and people; widening of the scale of 
the teaching outcome at the level of the kindergarten, settlement/town, county and at national level (“new 
and interesting celebrations, joint events, festivals”); opportunities for integrating kindergarten activities 
(“the role of music in language learning, artistic activities”, etc); diversification of teaching materials 
“more varied material for listening to music, possibility of using recordings”, etc.  
Respondents primarily see changes in teaching methods and new teaching techniques from other 
countries “teaching methods have changed but the basics have remained the same”. As concerning key 
issues, singing to the accompaniment of recordings and the excessive use of pop music in singing and 
movement have been pointed out.  
Important trends that have influenced the formation of the concept of music education at the Estonian 
kindergarten in the course of its long development are the following:  
• The pursuit of unity (between 1950s and 1980s) – there were uniform programmes in force for all 
kindergartens and control over the compliance with them was very strict. Subject sections of music 
 
†
 Deceitful showiness (Russian) 
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teachers had an important role in the implementation of the unified system. At their meetings 
pedagogical and methodological issues were discussed, but also materials for music making written by 
teachers themselves were distributed.  
• The introduction of the Kodály method JO-LE-MI (in the 1970s).  
• The emergence of Estonian national and cultural identity; political self-determination was 
accompanied by the search for musical identity, which concluded with glorifying and exceptionally 
actively using ancient music culture – runic songs and other folk values (in the 1980s).  
• The spread of the Orff-system, in which by diversifying the supply of musical instruments an 
opportunity was created for children’s varied and active music making (in the 1990s).  
• Child-centred approach, which concentrated on the process in contrast to the efficiency that had 
prevailed before (in the 1990s).  
• Influence of the Finnish early music education (in the 1990s).  
 
The analysis revealed that although the law regulating the work of preschool educational 
establishments was adopted only in 1993, music education had been carried out as an independent activity 
since 1947 following methodological and manuscript materials and subject programmes.  According to 
the respondents, music activity in preschool educational system has become a diverse creative process 
that values children and their individuality. In the process of music education attention is attached to 
value education and cultural traditions of Estonia.   
 
4. Conclusion 
 
The contemporary concept of Estonian music education is based on the Law of Preschool Childcare 
Institutions adopted by the Government of the Republic of Estonia and National Curriculum for Preschool 
Child Care introduced by the regulation of Estonian Ministry of Education and Research, which establish 
that music activity has to take place twice a week, lead by a professional music teacher. In spite of the 
changing political regimes music education has had a very important role in the system of Estonian 
preschool education and has not merely meant the acquisition of the basic truths of music but also the 
integration of children into the society and passing on cultural traditions.  
 
The key findings of the research are the following: 
• Over a century in Estonian Republic a clear-cut concept of kindergarten music education evolved, the 
roots of which go back to the folk tradition based music education, which formed in the Soviet 
educational system and has been continuously improving and developing in compliance with 
contemporary trends;  
• Most crucial to the formation of the concept of music education have been professional music teachers, 
for whose training specialised curricula have been compiled and the continuity of the training is 
ensured by the system of in-service education;  
• Preschool music education is of substantive importance in Estonian system of education, allowing 
systematic folk music tradition based stimulation in all areas of children’s development; 
• The more than a century long development of preschool music education has been invaluable for 
musical self-realisation of the whole nation, culminating in the Estonian Song Festival Tradition.   
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